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PRESIDENT’S LETTER 


Dear ACGS Friends: 


Most of the members of our organization live somewhere other than 
Ashley County. That means that of necessity most of the organization’s 
ongoing work has to be done by only a few people. As we few get older it 
becomes obvious that there is a need for additional younger help. We've 
recently become aware of two more Ashley County organizations that fall 
into that same category; The Ashley County Museum Board in Hamburg and 
the Wiggins Cabin Board in Crossett. 


The Ashley County Museum is housed in a beautiful old “Turn-of-the- 
Century” home. It is well maintained, but a lot of maintenance is required 
on houses of this period. Just finding authentic parts can be a real problem. 
For example, when a couple of the bases for the large two-story columns 
began to decay, there was the problem of finding replacements. A 
company in Georgia was found that would make them for more thousands 
of dollars than the board had available. Finally a local person said he could 
make them, but first he had to build a lathe big enough to turn them on. 
These new bases are made out of cypress, so they won’t rot, and they look 
entirely original. A few folks who are willing to work can do wonders. 


The Wiggins Cabin Board oversees the Wiggins Cabin and the 
Crossett Company House. They, like the museum board and our officers, 
are few, but they manage to operate and maintain the Cabin and Company 
House as well as sponsor the Wiggins Cabin Festival every year. We all 
suffer a need for a few new people coming along who will learn the ropes 
so they can keep these kinds of organizations going. 


What can we all do to help keep these activities going? Offer to help. 
Send Rebecca Brown, our Kin Kollecting editor, some of your Ashley County 
family materials for publication; promote our organization with young 
people; attend our upcoming Beginners’ Workshop and above all, tell the 
people working on these projects that you appreciate them - it’s only a short 
list. 


Claude Spainhour 


THE LIFE AND TIMES OF JOHN C. RILEY 
(1888-1941) 


Frank E. Denson, Jr. 


Who Was John C. Riley 

John C. Riley was probably best known for 
holding the office of sheriff for the most consecutive 
years in the history of Ashley County until that record 
was broken by B. A. Courson, Jr. who was first elected 
in 1946. Riley most likely broke no record by serving 
only one appointed term as United States Marshal 
under the longest serving President of the United States 
in history, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 

John was born in the Berea community of 
Ashley County where he attended the Riley School, a 
rural public school until consolidation in 1930. He 
later attended Beauvoir College at Wilmar, and the 
Fourth District Agricultural School at Monticello (now 
the University of Arkansas at Monticello), both in 
Drew County. His political life consisted of various 
elected and appointed positions. A veteran of World 
War I, he served as a corporal and company clerk at 
Camp Pike. He was a Mason and a member of the 
Baptist Church and the American Legion. He was 
connected with an automobile business in Wilmot, and 
he was also a bank cashier, the circumstances of which 
will be explained later. These connections and his 
knack for cultivating friendships served him well in his 
political career. 

His first appointment to a public position was 
that of deputy sheriff under Sheriff Floyd Walker. No 
public accusations were ever made, but private 
conversations were abundant in which it was claimed 
that he was given the deputy job because of the 
influence of his uncle, Joe H. Riley, who served two 
terms as county judge. If the accusations had been true, 
would it have been either unusual or improper? 
Probably not. 

Sheriff Walker is remembered for carrying out 
the only legal hanging to take place in Ashley County. 
Hangings did occur after John Riley became sheriff, but 
they were publicized as “unsolved” lynchings by mobs. 
This was to some extent true. If a crime is not 
investigated, then it is quite possible that it was not 
solved. 

Should crimes of that enormity happen against 
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a minority today and no indictment be issued, Ashley 
County would be saturated with Federal Agents. A lot 
has been said and written about the prevailing culture 
of that time. 

Even if there had been a Justice Department 
investigation, it is doubtful that it would have been 
impartial. A few years prior to the lynchings, J. Edgar 
Hoover had circulated a pamphiet entitled Radicalism 
and Sedition Among the Negroes as Reflected in Their 
Publications. It is said to have revealed “a racial 
hostility so strong that it could overwhelm any sense of 
fairness or justice.” 


Who Were the Rileys? 

John C. Riley’s forebears were among the early 
settlers of Ashley County. Their presence can be 
documented in the area within a year of the 
establishment of the county itself. 

The Seventh Session of the General Assembly 
of the State of Arkansas was convened on 6 November 
1848 and ended on 10 January 1849. The third act of 
this assembly was to establish the county of Ashley. 
Other sections of the act provided for the temporary 
seats of justice for Drew and Ashley counties. The 
location designated for Drew County was the old 
Baptist church at Rough and Ready. The seat selected 
for Ashley County was the house of Isaac Denson at 
Fountain Hill, with the stipulation that it could be 
moved if the new location did not exceed five miles 
from the center of the county. 

When it was decided to move the Ashley 
County seat of government from the home of Isaac 
Denson, a committee was selected to choose the site, 
acquire the land, and survey the future town. Thomas 
C. Denson, Isaac’s brother, was on this team, and it was 
at Thomas Denson’s home that the story of the Ashley 
County Rileys began.(1) 

Thomas Denson owned a plantation and a 
cotton gin near Fountain Hill. In 1850, in addition to 
Thomas and his wife Elizabeth Davis Denson and their 
five children, five other people were living in his 
household. Among the five, there was a school teacher, 








a wagoner, two laborers, and Elizabeth Ann Davis, a 
niece of the Densons. 

On New Year’s Day of 1851 James Cooper 
Riley, the wagoner, married the Denson niece, 
Elizabeth Ann Davis. That same year the young Riley 
couple moved east of Fountain hill to the Bearhouse 
Township. The area where they purchased land and 
made their home became known by several names-the 
Riley Community, Mount Olive, and Berea. The 
Riley’s first child was bom in this community. This 
union produced 12 children, one of whom was James 
Nathaniel Riley, the father of John C. Riley. By the 
time of her death in 1910, Mrs. Elizabeth “Betsy” 
Davis Riley had over 100 living descendants. 
- er Law 
John Riley must have served well under Sheriff 
Floyd Walker because when Hogan Oliver of Fountain 
Hill was next elected sheriff and served from 1913 
through 1916, he also appointed Riley as his deputy. 
Uncle Joe Riley was still in the judge’s office at this 
time. 
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It appears that Deputy Riley had a lot of “free 
rein” and possibly free reign as well during the last 
term of Sheriff Oliver. Oliver was out of the county a 
lot of that time campaigning for state auditor. Not only 
did Riley have the opportunity to run for sheriff without 
opposing his boss, he also had the benefit of the office 
to promote his campaign. The Democratic Primary was 
held on March 29, 1916. On March 16, the following 
item appeared in the Eagle, a local weekly newspaper. 


Gamblers Apprehended: 

Deputy Sheriff John Riley informs us that he raided 
a crap game at Morrell (later named Boydell] /ast evening, 
broke up the table and arrested Joe Turner and Will Duncan. 


A week after the primary election, the 
Eagle ran an article announcing Sheriff Oliver’s 
victory in the auditor’s race as follows: 


Oliver Elected: 

Sheriff Hogan Oliver returned Saturday evening 
from his triumphant campaign over the State in the race for 
Auditor, and was met on Fountain Prairie by twelve 
automobiles carrying friends from Hamburg, who went up to 
escort him home, and these were joined by a large company 
of friends from Fountain Hill, his boyhood home. All 
arrangements had been made for a grand reception in the 
Court House Saturday night, and the Court Room was soon 
filled with a jolly crowd. Senator J. R. Woods presided, and 
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made the opening speech, being followed by Judge Turner 
Butler, Prosecuting Attorney E. L. Compere, Attorneys G. P. 
George and Monroe Smith, Mr. Y. W. Etheridge and County 
Clerk W. R. Goyne. Mr. Oliver responded, expressing high 
appreciation of the honors showered upon him by home 
folks, which he values more than all other good things that 
had come to him during his public career. At the conclusion 
of the speech making, refreshments were served and all went 
home rejoicing over the victory of another Ashley County 
boy. 


Mr. Riley’s campaign had not been as 
successful as Mr. Oliver’s, and the same edition of 
the paper that announced Oliver’s victory carried 
Riley’s acknowledgment of defeat. 


Card of Thanks: 

To the people of Ashley County no words can 
express my heartfelt appreciation for the kindness you have 
shown me in the past. 

I have no complaint to make but feel that it was just 
not my time to win and I am accepting the will of the people 
with nothing in my heart but gratitude, not only to those who 
voted for me, but to all the people for their bounteous 
hospitality and unfailing courtesy, but those who supported 
me and those who did not; all treated me kindly and I feel 
now nothing but kindness for each and all. 

Whenever I shall visit among you I shall know that 
J am among my friends; that your latch string hangs on the 
outside and your hearts and homes are open fo me. 

Believe me that 1 am now and ever will be your 
grateful friend. John C. Riley. 


Riley’s notice sounded amicable enough, like 
that of a man reconciled to defeat. Along with his 
notice there were other cards of thanks. One was that 
of Dr. Walter M. Chavis who was the apparent winner 
of the Democratic Primary, out of a slate of seven, for 
Sheriff and Collector. Dr. Chavis expressed his thanks 
to the voters, his appreciation to all his opponents for 
the clean and gentlemanly manner in which they had 
conducted their campaigns, and his assurance that his 
highest ambition was to conduct the affairs of his office 
in a manner satisfactory to the entire people. 

Dr. Chavis’ victory was not conclusive 
however, and the race was contested. John Riley 
received the next highest number of votes to Chavis and 
therefore was the apparent contestant to gain should 
irregularities be found. 

Much of the contents of that particular 
newspaper affected, or had the possibility of affecting, 
John Riley’s life. The following letter to the voters of 


Ashley County, though it was not known at the time, 
would play a role in what he did with several years of 
his life later on. 


To the Voters of Ashley County: 

I feel that I owe you an explanation as to why I 
withdrew from the race for Circuit Clerk, and I therefore 
give the same to you here. 

About the first of February I learned that Mr. Leslie 
J. Savage, cashier of the Fountain Hill Bank, had decided on 
account of his health to give up his position as cashier and 
go to Colorado, where he had been offered a position by Mr. 
E. W. Gates. [E. W. “Cap” Gates owned 10% of the stock in 
Fountain Hill Bank and was General Manager of the Crossett 
Lumber Company.] 

I knew that the Directors of the Bank would select 
someone to take Mr. Savage's place and I applied for the 
position and same was given to me with the understanding 
that I begin work at once. [All three of the active directors of 
the loan committee were related by marriage to Dr. Smith and 
they owned 38 4% % of the outstanding bank shares.] 

I felt that it would be best to take the position here 
in the bank as my home was here. I believed at the time and 
believe now that had I continued in the race I would have 
been honored with the Circuit Clerk's office. 

[feel grateful to my many friends in all parts of the 
County for the support they had promised me. I know you 
were sincere, and I would not feel right should I fail to thank 
all the people for the encouragement they gave me during the 
time I was a candidate. 

Trusting that you will fully understand my motives 
for making the above explanation, I beg to remain, Your 
friend, Dr. M. L. Smith. Fountain Hill , Arkansas. 


After a lengthy investigation into the 
irregularities in the Democratic Primary, the Central 
Committee’s report was published on May 25, 1916. 
James Nathaniel Riley, John’s father, was on the 
Central Committee. That portion pertaining to the 
sheriff's race stated, “The election contest of John C. 
Riley vs Dr. W. M. Chavis for Sheriff and Collector, 
came to an end late Tuesday night, after two days 
strenuous work on the part of the Committee to arrive 
at a fair and just verdict. After throwing out all illegal 
votes and making a careful count of the ballots of the 
qualified electors, in the presence of the contestants and 
their attorneys, Dr. Chavis made a gain of 25 votes 
more than his previous majority over Mr. Riley.” 

One week later, on June 1, the Zagle published 
the following letter from a member of the Democratic 
Central Committee. 


he 


Editor Eagle: If you will allow me space | would 
like to give your readers some afterthoughts from a member 
of the Democratic Central Committee that has recently 
adjourned. 

I think there has been much undue criticism 
indulged in by many who did not justly consider the 
responsibility of the Committee. Some thought we were not 
justifiable in undertaking that investigation. But they would 
admit that they knew illegal votes had been cast as had been 
done in many previous elections, and a contest had not been 
demanded before. 

I think if we would have turned a deaf ear to that 
contest we would have been openly refusing to perform a 
duty that was justly ours, it would have been disloyal to the 
party and unjust to the parties that asked for it. 

A wrong will never be righted, a crime will go 
unpunished unless some one has the courage and conviction 
to prosecute it. 

A party that has no rules and laws governing it 
should not have existence, and one having such, and refusing 
to enforce them, should cease. Anyone that is not willing to 
abide by and stand for its rules should cease to affiliate with 
such a party and connect himself with one that does suit him 
and be loyal ta it. 

I think there is more justice and should be more 
satisfaction over the way the committee threshed out the 
contest than could have been, if they had ordered a new 
election, for the people had become very much exicted [sic] 
and under such excitement and the personal interest we 
would have by the election, I fear we would have run over 
justice. 

I will admit it was a very tedious job, done without 
any pay at all from the stand point of dollars and cents, but 
so far as the party is concerned we will certainly reap good 
results. 1 hope for many years. 

It will encourage the officials of our next election to 
be more careful and not allow any to vote except those who 
are duly qualified, it will encourage a disposition to give 
every man a square deal in politics. 

In our investigation we discovered some things that 
were worth our while. We found that some men were not 
paying a poll tax—men with the responsibilities of a family, 
evading the demands of the law, refusing to contribute the 
small sum of one dollar a year to the support of one of the 
best systems of our government, the free school system which 
is very largely preparing our boys and girls for the great 
responsibilities that are soon to fail upon their shoulders. 

Now, if we get any good from this investigation, to 
whom should we give credit? My answer to this is that it is 
due more directly to the parties who demanded this contest. 
I think that they were somewhat justified in what they 
demanded and criticism of their action is unjust. With the 
best wishes for the success of the party I will close. W. W. 
Nutt, Mist, Ark. 





Having been reaffirmed the winner of the 
primary, Dr. Chavis felt it necessary to again thank all 
concerned, which he did in this notice on June 1, 1916. 


Having again been awarded the Democratic 
nomination for Sheriff and Collector of Ashley County, after 
a thorough investigation and elimination of all illegal votes 
polled in the recent Primary Election, I desire to express my 
sincere thanks to the good people who have thus honored me, 
and especially do I wish to thank the members of the county 
Central Committee for the very fair and impartial manner in 
which they conducted the contest made by my opponent, Mr. 
John C. Riley. Throughout the contest each member of the 
Committee was evidently actuated by a desire to purge the 
boxes of all illegal ballots and make an honest count of the 
qualified electors regardless of the wishes of either candidate 
and this they did with such patience and labor, as faithful 
representative of their constituents, without fee or hope of 
reward, other than the consolation of duty performed, for 
which I again wish to thank them one and all. Respectfully, 
W. M. Chavis. 


When it was time for Dr. Chavis to begin his 
duties as sheriff, it was not logical to assume that he 
would appoint a political opponent as his deputy, and 
he did not. For two years, beginning in 1917, Mr. Riley 
did not make news of general interest to the citizenry of 
Ashley county. But he did manage to serve on quasi 
government boards and commissions. As early as 
February he appeared in a notice by the Board of 
Assessor, of which he was a member that the board 
would revise the assessment benefits of the district, 
beginning at once and continuing until the work was 
done. 

On May 1, 1917, Sheriff Chavis received the 
following telegram from Governor Brough of Arkansas: 


W. M. Chavis, Sheriff Ashley County: 

After selective draft bill has been approved by the 
President, yourself, the County Clerk, and the county Health 
Officer, will have charge of the Registration of your County 
(Ashley) of those eligible for draft. Your committee... 


The telegram continued with various 
instructions. Some were that “a registrar would be 
appointed at every voting precinct. The registrars 
would be of high character, whose handwriting is neat 
and legible.” Mr. Riley was a man known for his 
excellent character and his handwriting was attractive— 
not too fancy a script so as to make it hard to read. It 
was “just right,” so the sheriff and the committee 
appointed him to his home precinct, Berea. 


On January 6, 1918, when John was 29, he 
married Inez Locke, 20, a Fountain Hill girl who was 
working for the telephone company in Hamburg. They 
motored to Monticello with Ira Riley, who signed as 
security for his brother, John, on the application for the 
marriage license. It was twenty-three years later that Ira 
had to travel to Monticello again to sign for his brother. 
The second journey was a very somber occasion- 
identifying his brother and signing his death certificate. 


For several months after their marriage, the 
Eagle carried little social items from Fountain Hill, 
such as “Mr. and Mrs. John Riley, of Hamburg, came 
out and took a crowd to the show Saturday night.” 


A Killing in Fountain Hill 

In 1918 a killing took place in Fountain Hill. 
What did that have to do with John C. Riley? Nothing 
it would seem, except that events have a way of 
impacting the lives of the unsuspecting. On November 
T, the Eagle reported: 


Mr. Marion [Pye] Thurman was shot and killed by 
Mr. Vinson Hollis, at Fountain Hill, last Thursday morning 
(Halloween, October 31, 1918]. Both men were armed and 
several shots were fired, but we did not learn the cause of the 
trouble, or any particulars of the shooting. Mr. Thurman is 
survived by his wife and one child, and Mr. Hollis also has 
a family. He was placed under a bond of $2000 to appear 
before the next Grand Jury. Pa 

Three people were indicted in this incident. 
They were Vinson Hollis, Vinson’s brother, Roas 
{Roger Williams] Hollis, and Dr. M. L. Smith, the 
aforementioned bank cashier in Fountain Hill. All three 
were charged with first degree murder. 

One Grand Jury witness, Mr. William George 
Ross, testified that he observed the Hollis brothers 
standing about the bank with guns, later walking down 
to Elmer Denson’s store and sitting on the store porch 
with guns. He said that when he saw Thurman coming 
up the street at a distance, the two Hollis men rose and 
walked behind the corner of Denson’s store. He 
described them as standing side by side, facing in 
Thurman’s direction with their guns in a shooting 
position. He said he saw two shots fired before 
stepping behind another store building, then hearing 
other shots. When he went to the shooting scene he 
said he saw four shells where Vince and Roas had 
stood. 








Other testimony given by Mr. Ross was that 
after the shooting, two men came to his home one night 
and called him outside and warned him that if he 
testified in the case he would “get what Pye Thurman 
got.” He claimed that because of the darkness, even 
had he known the men, he could not visually recognize 
them nor could he recognize their voices. 

In a petition for a continuance of the case until 
the next term of court, the two Hollis defendants 
claimed Dr. M. L. Smith as being a material witness for 
them that they could not safely go to trial without his 
testimony. Their statement follows: 


The defendants have used due diligence to secure 
his attendance and witness had been duly served with 
subpoena. The witness lives at Fountain Hill, Arkansas, and 
his attendance can be secured if this cause is postponed and 
will be here at the next term of this court, and the defendants 
cannot prove by any other witness the facts to which Dr. 
Smith will testify; that this evidence is material and that the 
defendants themselves believe the same to be true; that if 
witness Smith was present he would testify as follows. 

That he lives at Fountain Hill, Arkansas, and was 
present on the day of the killing, that some time prior to the 
killing probably a month that he had sold his shot gun to 
Roas Hollis, and that on the day of the killing and before 
any trouble had occurred or before any trouble was expected 
Roas Hollis was on his way to inspect some tie timber and 
ask him for the gun that he had formely [sic] purchased and 
at the same time ask Charley Hollis [another Hollis brother] 
in Smith's presence [at the bank] to take the gun home for 
him that Charley Hollis went to Smith’s house and got the 
gun and put the same in his buggy preparitory [sic] to 
taking it home and about this time an automobile came up on 
its way to Hamburg and Charley Hollis was asked to goto 
Hamburg by a bunch of boys in this machine and ask Vinson 
Hollis to take the gun home that he was going to Hamburg, 
and Charlie went on to Hamburg and Vinson took the gun 
with which the deceased was shot, The shells had been put 
in the gun by Smith while on a hunt some time Prior io this. 
The defendant Vinson Hollis was in town to gel some 
medicine for his sick son. The defendant Roas Hollis was in 
town on his way to inspect some tie timber north of town for 
Mr. Mears. I had talked to both of these defendants prior to 
the shooting that morning and there was no trouble expected. 

I know the general reputation of Marion Thurman 
in the community of Fountain Hill for truth and morality and 

for turbulance [sic] and violence and it is bad. Marion 
Thurman told me after he was shot that he Thurman fired the 
first shot before Vinson Hollis Sired at him; that Thurman 
told me this he had been advised by me that he was going to 
die and he was conscious of this fact and made this statement 
as his dieing[sic] declaration, and that Thurman at the same 
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time said that he brought on the Shooting himself. 1 left four 
buck shot shells in the gun." 


In an apparent attempt to defame Mr. 
Thurman’s character one affidavit stated that he was a 
bootlegger and often traded whiskey for stolen cotton. 
This claim was accompanied by records from the gin 
which were said to prove that he ginned much more 
cotton than could have been produced on his land. 
Other records produced were court records where Ogar 
Dawkins was found guilty of stealing cotton. It was 
brought out that Dawkins traded this cotton to Thurman 
for liquor. 

After Dr. Smith was indicted he left his 
employment with the bank and secretly left the state. 
At least six subpoenas were issued for him to testify in 
the Hollis case, but they were never served, all being 
returned marked “Non Est” or “Not Served.” Dr. Smith 
himself was scheduled for trial the second week of 
Circuit Court in January of 1920. Including Smith’s 
case, five first degree murder cases from Fountain Hill 
were scheduled for the same two-week session in 
January. 

To this day there are those who talk about what 
a great marksman Roas Hollis was, and contend that it 
was his shots that killed Thurman. Vinson’s son was at 
the center of the controversy which brought on the 
shootings. Therefore, Vinson took the blame for the 
killing but pleaded self defense. At Vinson’s trial, the 
judge’s instructions to the jury included the following: 
“The Court instructs the jury that threats made by the 
deceased (“Pye” Thurman), if you believe such threats 
were in fact made, against Lee Hollis because of Lee 
Hollis’ relationship with “Pye” Thurman’s wife no 
matter how violent they may have been, would not 
justify the killing of “Pye” Thurman by Vinson Hollis.” 

After a jury found Vinson not guilty on the 
grounds of self-defense, he tried to resume his life as a 
farmer, but it was said that “he became tired of plowing 
with a Winchester strapped to the plow stock and 
constantly having to glance over his shoulder. So he 
moved his family out of state.” 

After the Hollis case had run its course through 
the courts, Dr. Smith was seen in Fountain Hill by Mr. ° 
High, an Ashley County constable. Smith ran when he 
saw the constable but High was able to out-run him and 
place him under arrest. Smith was never brought to 
trial, as by that time the case was considered closed. 
Smith returned to Ashley County and resumed medical 
practice in Crossett. 


What does the above case have to do with the 
life of John C. Riley? Maybe not enough to devote the 
space given it, but as mentioned at the time of Smith’s 
letter, it was noted that he would play a role in Riley’s 
life in the future. John’s father was a minor stockholder 
in the Fountain Hill Bank, owning 2% %, but it is 
doubtful that John would have become cashier of the 
bank if Dr. Smith had not left the state as a 
consequence of the Thurman killing. 





Dr. M. L. Smith 


At that time, the position of cashier meant 
many things-teller, loan officer, bookkeeper, janitor, 
public relations officer, and in the case of Dr. Smith, 
the local “arms merchant.” It was a one-man office, but 
the position was an important one in a small 
community. By the time John was elected to the 
sheriff's office in 1925, the bank was paying the 
cashier $87.50 a month. The salary remained at that 
level, but sometimes not being paid for several months, 
until the bank dissolved in the 1930's. 

The depositors did not lose any money and the 
closure was not considered a bank failure. The bank’s 
assets and liabilities were liquidated through a 
neighboring bank. Years later, stockholders recovered 
some if not all of their investment. 

The cashier job gave Riley a livelihood as well 
as placing him in the public eye. This position gave him 
an opportunity to enhance his image and whet his 
political skills. He ran for and won a seat on the school 
board where he held the office of secretary. It also 
provided him with inside knowledge on some “business 
deals” and an opportunity to invest in them. For several 
years before becoming cashier he had made several 
loans each year from the bank. After becoming cashier 
the number of loans did not increase, but at times the 
amount of the loans increased as much as 900 %. 


Opportunity Knocks Again 
In 1920 a young man, who was born the same 


year as John Riley, was elected county judge. He even 
married the same year as John. When Y. W. “Bill” 
Etheridge took office in 1921, it became a policy that 
all road districts would become “completely and 
absolutely” debt free by July. The road district which 
included the road from Fountain hill toward Hamburg 
to the Carter Township line was $900 in debt. This road 
was in bad shape, and under the policies of the new 
judge it was not possible to get any money from the 
public treasure with which to fix it. 

Here was a fellow Ashley County native, the 
same age as Mr. Riley, making public policies in an 
effort to get Ashley County out of debt, and it was a 
goal he firmly believed in. Except for the school board, 
John had not won an elected office, but he still longed 
for the office of sheriff and collector. The road 
district’s financial position and the judge’s policy 
presented another opportunity for Riley to show his 
public spirit and leadership abilities. 

It is not known if it was Riley’s idea or not, but 
the citizens from and around Fountain Hill got together 
and worked the roads themselves. Some cash was given 
and others earned praise and credit as public-spirited 
citizens of the county by the sweat of their brow. 
Regardless of who instigated the project, Mr. Riley was 
fast to become its general supervisor. 

There was much praise for a job well done. It 
was said, “The road was fixed up in top notch shape, it 
is the kind of spirit Ashley county needs, it will make 
us prouder of our county, it will make every home a 
palace, it will make this land bloom like a rose. Let us 
have this spirit broadcast over the land.” 


Riley Becomes Sheriff of Ashley County 
When Mr. Riley was finally elected sheriff in 


1924, prohibition was in full swing. The Volstead Act 
had been approved and attempts were being made to 
enforce it. Regardless of the pros and cons of the Act, 
nation wide, thousands of people were sent to prison 
and many others died as a result of its enactment. 
Locally, things were no different in Sheriff Riley’s 
jurisdiction, as eight of his eleven plus years in office 
were during these turbulent times. 

Large plantations were known for harboring 
moonshine operations. Sometimes it was with the 
owner’s or overseer’s knowledge, and often with his 
involvement. Even when that was not the case, he was 
violently opposed to “outside” interference with his 


tenants or intrusion onto his property. (Several years 
ago an interesting movie, with Andy Griffith as the 
plantation owner and Johnny Cash as the sheriff, dealt 
with this topic. The title of the film may have been 
“Last Blood”). 

In 1927 one of Riley’s deputies was involved 
in such a conflict and lost his life as a result. Headlines 
appeared as follows: 


Deputy Sheriff Is Killed by Planter 

Fatal Shooting Staged in Store at Boydell, Ashley Co. 
Result of Old Quarrel 

Land Owner objected to Officer’s Search for Liquor 
Violators on His Place 

Hamburg, Aug. 20, 1927.-Deputy Sheriff Sam 
Williams, aged about 45, of Boydell, in the northeast part of 
the county, was shot and killed yesterday afternoon by 
Claude M. Simpson, aged 55 a well known planter who lives 
near Boydell. The shooting was the result of an old quarrel. 

Simpson emptied the contents of his automatic pistol 
into the body of the officer, while the planter was lying on the 
ground, according to witnesses. Williams was shot seven 
times and died instantly. 

The shooting occurred in the Richardson store at 
Boydell, and followed an argument between the two men 
concerning Williams’ presence on the Simpson plantation 
several days ago, where he had gone to hunt for liquor 
violators, it is said. 

Simpson entered the store and asked the officer why 
he had come on his property without a search warrant. The 
question led to a quarrel and Williams is said to have struck 
Simpson, and knocked him down twice. It is said that 
Williams was armed with a knife. After he had been knocked 
down a second time, Simpson is said to have drawn his gun 
and fired. 

Results of an Old Quarrel 

The trouble between the two began several years 
ago when Williams, who was deputy sheriff, shot and 
wounded a Negro tenant on Simpson's plantation. Simpson 
at that time told the officer to keep off his place unless he had 
a search warrant. When Simpson heard that Williams had 
visited his plantation again he said he intended to question 
the officer when he saw him. 

Williams is a tenant on the plantation owned by 
Judge Marvin Harris of Little Rock while Simpson lives on 
the plantation owned and operated by himself and his 
brother, Will Simpson. [In those days almost every mural 
community had a deputized citizen that was not paid unless 
his services were specifically called for.] 

Simpson was arrested and placed in jail here to 
await his hearing Monday. It is said that the case probably 
will be taken before the Grand Jury when it reconvenes 
Thursday and that trial of the case will be held during the 
present term of court. 
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Samuel L. Williams is buried beside his wife, 
Luna Ann, at the Mount Olive Cemetery. Mount Olive 
is the community where John C. Riley was born and 
grew up. Many Rileys and Williams are buried there. 

Where more than one witness testifies at a 
hearing, there is usually conflicting testimony, and the 
following news account supports that belief. 


Planter Given Bail on Murder Charge 

Claude M. Simpson Wins Liberty on Habeas Corpus After 
Hearing 

Special to the Gazette 

Hamburg, Aug. 23.-Claude M. Simpson, Ashley 
County planter who shot and killed Deputy Sheriff Sam 
Williams Friday, was released under $5000 bond to await 
action of the Grand Jury in January, after a hearing on a 
habeas corpus proceeding. 

Preliminary hearing was held this morning in 
justice court and Simpson was held without bail, which 
resulted in the habeas corpus proceeding. 

Eighteen witnesses were examined during the 
preliminary hearing and conflicting testimony regarding the 
shooting, which occurred in the Richardson store at Boydell 
was given. 

The son of Deputy Sheriff Williams testified that 
Simpson came to the store in his car and called his father 
outside saying that he was going to kill him. The boy said 
that his father tried to reason with Simpson but that the latter 
shot his father after Williams had attempted to flee. 

Seven witnesses for Simpson said that Simpson did 
not fire until after Williams had knocked down Simpson three 
times. 

Trouble is said to have resulted from the officer's 
visit to Simpson's plantation where he went to hunt for stills. 
Several years ago Williams shot and wounded a Negro on 
the Simpson plantation and at that time Simpson ordered 
Williams to stay off his place unless he had a search 
warrant, When Simpson met Williams Friday he questioned 
him regarding his visit and the shooting followed. 


More Violence in Ashley County 

It was particularly violent in the delta area of 
Ashley County during August of 1927. Within one 
week after the killing of Deputy Sheriff Williams at 
Boydell, a young black man was lynched at Wilmot. 
Telling and repeating the story of such an occurrence 
always results in various version of the story. The 
entire truth of the matter was probably not known even 
to those who were involved. One version most repeated 
with the courthouse, barber shop and poo! hall crowd, 
has withstood time and is remembered by some of those 
few who still survive. 


That version of the story, with only minor 
differences, always contains some of the major 
elements regardless of the storyteller. It appears that 
the man was arrested in the early to mid-afternoon. By 
eight o’clock that night he still had not been lodged in 
the Hamburg jail, but was still in Wilmot in the custody 
of Sheriff Riley. The sheriff decided to eat before 
departing for Hamburg. There was evidence of 
uneasiness in the community so the sheriff parked his 
unlocked car, containing his handcuffed prisoner, on a 
side street away from the milling crowd on Main Street. 

What happened after that has not been made 
clear, but the prisoner never had his day in court. 
Newspaper reporters were able to obtain information 
from someone that the mob left the scene of the 
hanging while the victim was still strangling. 
Apparently Sheriff Riley was not able to get as much 
detailed information as the newspapers, as no arrests 
were ever made for the crime. Several newspapers 
reporting on the Wilmot lynching differed greatly on 
details. It raises the question as to how much effort was 
put into their reporting. Some of the differences 
between newspaper A and newspaper B are 
summarized as follows: 

(1) How many men were involved? 

A. 15-20 

B. Half a dozen 
(2) Where did it happen? 

A. | % miles north of town 

B. | mile south of town 
(3) Who was at home at the time of the alleged 

attempt to attack the young woman? 

A. Mr. And Mrs. McGarry 

B. Mr. McGarry was in Little Rock and Mrs. 

McGarry’s sister was spending the night 
with her 
(4) Who sounded the alarm when intruder was 
discovered? 

A. Mrs. McGarry screamed and frightened the 

intruder away 

B. Mrs. McGarry’s sister aroused the 
neighbors 
(5) How did the mob take the prisoner? 

A. Two or three men took the sheriff's car 

which had the prisoner in it 

B. The handcuffed prisoner was placed 

in another car 
(6) When was the prisoner hanged? 
A. Thursday night 
B. Friday night 


The entire texts of those two stories follow: 


Negro Man Lynched by Mob at Wilmot 

Is Taken From Sheriff and Hanged to Tree Near Town 

No Arrests Are Made ; 

Victim Admits Entering Home Planning to Attack First White 
Woman He Found 

Special to the Gazette: 

Wilmot, Aug.25, 1927—Winston Pounds, Jr., Negro 
farmhand, aged about 20, was lynched by a party of 15 or 20 
white men at a point about one and a half miles north of 
Wilmot at 8:30 tonight. A short time before the Negro was 
put to death, he had confessed entering the home of Joe 
McGarry at midnight with the object of attack, “the first 
white woman I found.” 

Pounds was arrested about 2 p.m. today at his home 
near town after bloodhounds obtained from Mississippi had 
picked up a trail at the McGarry home and followed it to 
Pounds’ home. Sheriff John C. Riley took the Negro in 
custody and while discussing with his deputies and several 
business men plans for getting Pounds out of town to avert 
mob violence, two or three men jumped into the sheriff's 
automobile and sped away. The officer had parked his car 
in front of a garage on the main street of the town. It had 
been left unguarded while the officers were in conference, it 
is said. 

Sheriff Is Distanced 

When Sheriff Riley learned that the prisoner had 
been kidnaped, he commandeered another automobile and 
gave chase, but was unable to overtake the car bearing the 
Negro to his doom. . 

Soon after the Negro had been taken from the car at 
the place which apparently had been agreed upon as the 
lynching point, several other cars drove up. 

A rope was thrown over a limb of a tree near the 
bank of Bayou Bartholomew, one end having been tied 
around Pounds’ neck and the Negro raised several feet from 
the ground, Even before the Negro was dead, it was 
reported, ail members of the mob had left the scene. Pounds 
died from strangulation, not a shot having been fired into his 


body. 

Late tonight the Negro’s body still was dangling, no 
efforts having been made to bring it down. A coroner's 
inquest probably will be held here tomorrow afternoon. 
Prowler Frightened Away 

Mr. And Mrs. McGarry were asleep when the 
Negro entered their home. Mrs. McGarry was awakened by 
the prowler, and immediately screamed, frightening the 
prowler away. He had entered through a window. 

Officers were notified this morning, and began a 
search for the prowler. The bloodhounds arrived here about 
2 this afternoon and were taken to the McGarry home. They 
immediately picked up a trail which they followed to Pounds’ 
home. 


Although the lynching created considerable 
excitement in Wilmot, the streets practically were deserted by 
10 tonight. No further trouble is expected. 


The Eagle (September |, 1927) 
Young Wilmot Negro Lynched 

Winston Pounds, 20 year-old-Negro farm hand of 
near Wilmot, who was charged with an attempted assault on 
a young Wilmot woman last week was taken from Sheriff 
Riley and hanged to a tree a mile south of Wilmot Friday 
night, according to reports. 

It is reported that Sheriff Riley had returned to the 
county seat and that there was no excitement in the small 
village. 

According to reports the mob, composed of a half 
dozen determined men, slipped the accused Negro away from 
the officer by resorting to a ruse and conducted the lynching 
with quiet, business like formality. The sheriff is reported to 
have made an attempt to overtake the lynchers, but arrived 
only in time to find the Negro’s lifeless body hanging to a 
limb. 

Pounds is alleged to have attempted the assault 
Wednesday night. Bloodhounds were put on the trail and led 
the officers to Pounds who was working in a field two miles 
from the scene of the alleged assault attempt, according to 
reports. 

The small mob gathered and while the sheriff and 
his deputies conferred with the owner of the bloodhounds 
inside a small building the men put the handcuffed Negro in 
an automobile and sped away to the woods. The body was 
found hanging to the limb of a tree on the edge of the bayou. 

Arrest of the Negro took place on the W. B. 
deYampert plantation, two miles from Wilmot. He was 
captured without difficulty and plans were being made to 
take him to Hamburg, when the Negro was taken from the 
officers. 

The husband of the woman whom the Negro 
attempted to attack was in Little Rock at the time. A sister, 
who was spending the night with her, aroused the neighbors 
and the Negro fled to the woods. Bloodhounds belonging to 
Bob Gant of Crystal Springs, Miss., were secured and 
immediately took up the trail of the Negro. 


Ano nching in Ashley Coun 

About five years later, during Sheriff Riley’s 
tenure in office, another lynching of a prisoner went 
unsolved. One familiar story is that Henry Reed was 
holding court while Mayor of Crossett, and had his 
throat slashed by the man being tried. There is no doubt 
that Mr. Reed had his throat seriously cut. It is evident 
in his picture in the gallery of pictures of Crossett 
mayors hanging in City Hall. The balance of that story 
is that the man was taken and hanged from a water pipe 
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in the city jail, where the body remained hanging 
overnight. The sheriff is said to have come the next 
day and cut the body down. He is reported to have then 
taken it to the mother’s home and placed it on her 
porch. 

In trying to confirm this story, it was found that 
Mr. T. W. Barnes was mayor from 1922 through 1936. 
Mr. Reed did not become mayor until a few years after 
the lynching. The following seems to be Sheriff 
Riley’s report to the press: 


Negro Hanged At Crosseit 

Crossett, Ark., September 15, (1932)—A mob of 1000 
men took Frank Tucker, 24 -year-old mill hand from the 
local jail this afternoon and hanged him to a light pole thirty 
minutes after he had slashed the throat of Henry Reed, a 
local officer. 

Reed was in a local hospital tonight, with little 
hope held for his recovery. The 30-year-old officer was 
guarding Tucker and another Negro in a reom at the city 
hall when Tucker drew a razor from his pocket and 
demanded Reed’s gun. 

Reed attempted to draw his gun, and the Negro 
Slashed at his throat, inflicting a long gash. Tucker ran from 
the building as Reed staggered to the steps and fell. A crowd 
of men standing about the city hall pursued Tucker and 
caught him after a quarter mile chase. 

The Negro was turned over to Night Marshal H. 
Johnson, who placed him in the city jail. Word of the attack 
spread quickly over the town and within a few minutes, a 
crowd was standing about the jail, muttering against the 
Negro. Suddenly a group of men ran to the jail door, 
overpowered Johnson and took the keys from him. 

Tucker was taken from his cell and hanged to a pole 
directly in front of the jail, which is only a half block from 
the principal street. 

Sheriff John C. Riley, whose home is at Hamburg, 
fourteen miles away, arrived 45 minutes after the hanging. 
He said a crowd he estimated at 1,000 persons were standing 
around the pole. He cut the body down and immediately 
offered a reward of $100 for information leading to the 
arrest and conviction of the guilty persons. 

He said he was unabie to learn the names of any of 
the mob's leaders. The crowd quickly dispersed, he said. 

Tucker was being held with another Negro, on a 
charge of having stolen ten silver dollars from the Bank of 
Crossett. A third Negro, who was implicated in the theft, 
escaped, and Reed was guarding the two while Deputy Silas 
Snow sought the third. 

Wells fled from the city hall when Reed was 
attacked, but was caught a few minutes later and taken to the 
county jail at Hamburg. Sheriff Riley said that he believed 
Wells was not implicated in the assault on Reed. 





A coroners’s inquest was held and the jury 
returned a verdict of hanging by unknown parties. 


Two lynchings do not a career make. Sheriff 
Riley also had his hands full with the more common 
crimes of the day, such as hog stealing, liquor 
violations and “misdemeanor murders.” Misdemeanor 
murder? John Wesley Hardin who is supposed to have 
killed 44 men, is reported to have said, “I never killed 
aman that didn’t need killing.” In Ashley County when 
a murder was committed in which the general public 
thought the victim needed killing or “had it coming,” it 
was dubbed a misdemeanor murder. 

The defendant was usually brought to trial and 
given a year or two prison sentence. Sometimes his 
imprisonment was delayed until he gathered his crop or 
planted one. After reporting to prison he usually served 
less time than a hog thief. Often after serving about 
nine months he was released because of his good 
behavior. 

More newsworthy crimes did occur. One was 
a bank robbery and kidnaping which, unlike the Wilmot 
lynching, was solved within days by cooperative efforts 
of law enforcement. Also unlike the Wilmot prisoner 
who was abducted from the sheriff while he attempted 
to transport him half way across the county, he 
transported the bank robbers the depth of the United 
states in an automobile without incident. 

It was said that transporting them by train 
would have been safer and cheaper, but it was also 
pointed out that it had been an old custom for sheriffs 
to supplement their salary by collecting reimbursement 
for the official use of their personal automobile. 
“Customs, good or bad, must be methodically repeated 
or suffer demise.” 

The superb actions of the lawmen are 
recounted below: 


GAZETTE June 9, 1932 
Bank Robbers Lodged in Jail 

Sheriff John C. Riley of Ashley County lefi Little 
Rock Thursday afternoon of last week for St. Louis, Mo., and 
Terre Haute, Ind, to return Bruce O'Dell and Hugh O. 
Lindsey to Hamburg on charges of kidnaping and robbery in 
connection with a robbery of the Bank of Portland last week. 

The Ashley County sheriff was accompanied by S. 
L. Todhunter, Jr., an investigator of the State Bureau of 
Criminal Investigation and Identification. 

They made the trip by automobile and reached Si. 
Louis early Friday to take charge of O'Dell, aged 20, whose 
home formerly was at 1517 Broadway, Little Rock, and who 


was arrested by St. Louis police early Thursday. 

Lindsey, aged 32, was arrested at Evansville, Ind., 
Wednesday night of last week as he alighted from a Chicago 
train. Sheriff Riley obtained requisition papers from 
Governor Parnell Thursday, requesting that governors of 
Missouri and Indiana authorize return of the men to this 
State. 

Both men are convicts from the Arkansas 
penitentiary. O'Dell, when arrested, had $1,181 and a new 
Ford automobile which he said was all he had left of the 
$4,884 received as his share of the loot. $3,079 had been 
recovered as aresult of Lindsey's arrest. 

Officers of the state Bureau of Identification, as well 
as private detective agencies, began an investigation soon 
after the bank was robbed May 25. An operative of the Burns 
Detective Agency arrived from St. louis and took up the trail. 
Lindsey was traced to Clarendon and then to Indiana. He 
was followed to Chicago a few hours after he had entrained 
to Evansville. 

No trace of O'Dell was found until Wednesday 
when Maj. J. A. Pitcock, head of the Little Rock Detective 
Bureau, who had been consulted by the Burns agent, learned 
that O'Dell was arrested as he returned to his room. 

Press dispatches quoted O'Dell as saying he “had 
one more grand time.” He visited night clubs where he was 
said to have spent money “like a drunken sailor.” 
Photographs Identified 

Police and officers identified the robbers last week 
several days after the hold-up. Photographs of Lindsey and 
O’Deil were identified by the bank officials. It was also 
learned that the plot to rob the bank was perfected in a 
barber shop across Markham Street from the Little Rock city 
hall, where Lindsey was employed as a barber. Officers 
learned Lindsey left the shop Monday preceding the robbery 
and had not returned. 

The robbers entered the home of R. P. Harvey, 
cashier of the Bank of Portland, before 6 A. M. May 25 and, 
after arousing members of the family, remained on guard 
over their captives until a time lock on the bank vault 
opened. One then accompanied Harvey to the bank and later 
the two left in two automobiles, taking with them Mr. And 
Mrs. Harvey, their son and a house guest. The captives were 
liberated near Vicksburg, Miss., 150 miles away. 

O’Dell was born and reared in Ashley County, but 
was not recognized by the robbery victims. He was convicted 
in Drew Circuit Court June 24, 1932, on charges of burglary 
and grand larceny and sentenced to four years. He was 
furloughed December 28 and on March 7 the furlough was 
revoked, but officers never had located him. 

Lindsey pleaded guilty to accessory before the fact 
of assault with intent to kill in connection with the kidnaping 
of W. H. Gregory, Woodruff County banker and planter. 
He entered the prison November 11, 1930, to serve three 
years and was paroled December 3, 1931. 
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Sheriff John C. Riley and Marshal John Deal 
returned with both men Saturday afternoon at 1:00 o'clock 
from St. Louis. After they were arraigned for preliminary 
hearing yesterday morning on a charge of robbing the Bank 
of Portland about two weeks ago, and their bonds had been 
fixed at $25,000 each by Justice Hendrix, Bruce O'Dell and 
Hugh O. Lindsey were returned to jail here. Attorneys for 
the defendants waived preliminary hearings. 

itics wer 
During the Depression years the economy 
played a much greater role in county politics than it 
does today. In the swamps, now called the delta, large 
plantations were practically fiefdoms. The sharecropper 
literally depended on the landowner for his day-to-day 
existence. 

In the hills or western part of the county, the 
small landowner or “one horse farmer,” was often no 
better off. These farmers went into debt to make a 
crop. That was usually accomplished through @ 
“furnish” by the larger merchants. The furnish was 
usvally a smail cash advance by the merchant as well as 
his selling the farmer food and supplies on credit. 

Under those conditions, to control votes, the 
people controlling the purse strings only had to suggest 
to those in his debt who would make a better sheriff. 

By working with their counterparts throughout 
the county, the local powers formed a small faction that 
controlled the entire county. Those circumstances made 
it almost mandatory that those seeking a county office 
must win the approval of the faction before announcing 
his candidacy. 

After being in office for a while, Riley’s 
popularity grew such that people named their children 
after him. The consequence of this popularity was that 
he became less and less dependent on those with the 
power. This may have been his downfali, as the 
controlling faction began a subtle campaign to remove 
him from office. This strategy failed, so a ruse was 
devised that amounted to a stab in the back. 

If Riley was removed from the county he 
would then be out of their hair. What better way to do 
that than to have him appointed United States Marshal? 
The following accounts demonstrate how smoothly and 
swiftly that was accomplished. 


Sheriff Riley Due to Be U.S. Marshal 

Washington, Feb. 13, 1 936-It has been learned here 
Sheriff John Riley of Hamburg, Ashley County, Arkansas 
who arrived inthe capital today on “official business, ” is the 
choice for United States Marshal for western Arkansas, and 


that his name will be submitted to President Roosevelt via 
the Department of Justice. for the vacancy, which will become 
available April 1. The position is now held by Cooper 
Hudspeth, a Republican. 

Riley called the members of the Arkansas delegation 
today. While his presence in the capital at this time was 
declared not to be in interest of his candidacy for the 
marshalship, it was said that his confirmation by the senate, 
when proposed as the President's nominee for the post, is 
being arranged. 

Sheriff Riley to Be U. S. Marshal 

Washington, March 4, 1 936-The senate confirmed 
today the nomination of John. C. Riley as United States 
Marshal for the Western District of Arkansas a few hours 
after it came from the White House. 

Majority Leader Robinson of Arkansas obtained 
unanimous consent to confirm the nomination out of 
order.—(Arkansas Gazette) 


While he was United States Marshal, Riley 
became well known among peace officers when 
traveling in that capacity. His appointed term of four 
years was from mid-April of 1936 to April 1940. When 
his term of office was over, he returned to his father’s 
old home-place near the Drew County line in Ashley 
County. From there he again ran for sheriff, but this 
time he garnered less votes than either of his two 
opponents. Trailing last in the 1940 election is said to 
have left Mr. Riley in low spirits. 

In his frequent visits to Monticello, “bad 
blood” developed between Riley and Ira Johnson, who 
was a Monticello peace officer. Johnson, a 
butcher/peace officer, had been involved in a shooting 
some years earlier in which one man was believed 
wounded and another man and a woman were killed. 
The woman he killed with a shot to her chest was not 
believed to have been involved in a crime. It seems that 
if she was into anything of a dubious nature, it was that 
of cleverly eluding her husband. The only gun found 
after this shooting was a pistol in the woman’s purse, 
and it had not been fired. (2) 

Eighteen years later Johnson killed again. On 
Sunday, February 9, 1941, papers carried the news of 
John C. Riley’s death the day before. They ran 
headlines such as FORMER U.S. MARSHAL SLAIN 
BY CITY OFFICER, IRA JOHNSON: U.S: 
MARSHAL RILEY KILLED; FEDERAL OFFICER 
DIES IN LLO DUEL, None of the papers 
mentioned that it was generally thought that the 
primary cause of the trouble had little if any relation to 
Riley’s reported drinking. 
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An investigation was conducted by Sheriff 
Warner C. Cruce and Ira Johnson’s fellow officers, 
marshals T. R. Scott and Dempsey F. Polk. Johnson 
told Cruce that Riley had come to Monticello for 
reasons not divulged and that he had been drinking. 
Riley’s car was parked at the curb and as Riley was 
about to drive away, Johnson said he tried to prevent 
his doing so because of his condition. The son, John 
Clark Riley, was asked by Johnson not to permit his 
father to drive the car. At this point, according to 
Johnson, the elder Riley went to the opposite side of 
the car and drew out a repeating rifle and fired. (3) 
Johnson said he drew his pistol and fired in self 
defense. One witness declared that Riley did not fire, 
but others agreed with Johnson’s statement. 

After the fatal shot to Riley, his son grabbed his 
father’s rifle and fired two shots at Johnson. One shot 
hit Johnson’s nose and the other his lip. Both injuries 
were slight and it is said he probably escaped with his 
life by dashing to a nearby drainage ditch. 

For his actions, young Riley was arrested and 
put under a $1000 bond, charged with assault with 
intent to kill. Johnson was arrested and placed under a 
$2,500 bond on a murder charge. 





Ira Johnson 


A grand jury was convened but adjourned 
without taking any action on the charges. After the 
inaction of the jury, though neither man was confined, 
Circuit Court Judge DuVal Perkins released both young 
Riley and Ira Johnson from their bond. This amounted 
to a dismissal of the complaints filed pending a grand 
jury investigation. Sheriff W. C. Cruce said Johnson 
apparently had acted in the line of duty. 

After he was exonerated, and less than two 
months after his father’s death, John Clark Riley, Jr. 
enlisted in the military service. 

His short life is remembered and memorialized 


by the following which is encased in a glass frame and 
is hanging on the wall of the Ashley County Museum. 
The Purple Heart, his picture in officer’s uniform, a 
picture of the B-24 bomber and this text combine to tell 
his story: 


John Clark Riley was the only son of Mr. and Mrs. 
John C. Riley of Hamburg. Having graduated from 
Hamburg High School, he went to the University of Arkansas 
until he enlisted in the United States Air Corp on April 3, 
1941. After certification as an airplane mechanic and crew 
chief, Riley became an air cadet and completed his initial 
pilot training on November 10, 1942 with the rank of Flight 
Officer. He was certified as a four engine pilot (in B-24's) on 
January 19, 1943. His overseas duty began in England with 
the ‘Traveling Circus,” 93 Bomb Group (heavy). He was 
next stationed at Benghazi, Libia where he was then 
detached to the “Pyramiders,” 98" Bomb Group (heavy) for 
the Ploesti oil field on August 1, 1943. Shortly after take-off 
for that raid (on what was his 7” mission) two of the four 
engines on his B-24 failed. In attempting to return for an 
emergency landing, the plane crashed and burned, killing 
Lieutenant Riley and six other crew members. They are 
buried at Ft Scott, Kansas, in the Ft. Scott National 
Cemetery. Lieutenant Riley was twenty-four years old at the 
time of his death.” 

The President’s Commendation contained ribbons 
imprinted on the document which bears the following 
message: 

In grateful memory of 2™ Lt. John C. Riley, A. C. 
0519129 who died in the service of his country, in the middle 
Eastern area, 1 Aug.1943. He stands in the unbroken line of 
patriots who have dared to die that freedom might live, and 
grow, and increase its blessings. Freedom lives and through 
it, he lives—in a way that humbles the understanding of most 
men. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt 
President of the United States of America 


A well known ex-sheriff of Drew County met 
a respected and charming black lady on the streets of 
Monticello one day. He greeted her by referring to her 
as “Auntie.” Her reply to him was, “Well, if it ain’t the 
High Sheriff!” The man explained that he was no 
longer the sheriff. Auntie then questioned him, “Do you 
mean to tell me you ain’t nothing no mo?” 

Perhaps John Riley was “nothing no mo” at the 
time of his death, but if Ira Johnson was acting in the 
line of duty when he shot Riley, why was young Riley 
not indicted by the Grand Jury for shooting Johnson? 
Was the jury’s inaction an indication to Johnson that he 
was also “nothing no mo”? 
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SOURCES 


Notes: 
(1) In 1991 Dr. Helen H. Wells and Dr. Shirley Wells Hall compiled 
2 20 page book, Rileys in Arkansas. This book states, “James 


Cooper is the earliest Riley proven to be in the direct line of the 
family featured in this book.” They also state, “The parents of 
James Cooper Riley have not been ascertained at this time, though 
several great grandchildren, including the compiler of this history, 
# great granddaughter of James Cooper Riley, have searched.” 


(2} The Drew County Coroner Inquisition into the death of this 
woman has been tampered with. It is plainly evident where erasures 
have been made and written over where the black erasure marks are, 
in what appears to be a different handwriting than the original 
writing on the document. It appears that some of the officers 
involved in the incident have been deleted and replaced by other 
wording. 


(3) The Riley avtomebile was stored where it was accessible for 
public inspection. One observer saw the car the second day after the 
shooting. He has lived since that time thinking it was a 1941 Ford 
sedan with bullet holes on the driver’s side and blood on the front 
seat. Johnson's statements and those of two witnesses indicate that 
the observer has carried a false impression. 


Much interesting and probably factual information has been 
gathered in conversation, some of it video taped. This information 
was not used because permission was not granted and it could not 
be documented elsewhere. 
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Pine Bluff Daily Graphic 
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Ashley County Marriages 1849-1910."Ashley County 
Genealogical Society. 

Droessler, William.. “The Dance Hall Girl and the Taxi-Cab 
Driver.” Drew County Historical Journal, 1993. 
Etheridge, Y. W. History of Ashley County, Arkansas. 
McCane, Minnie Belle. All Wool and a Yard Wide. 
Powers, Richard Gid. Secrecy and Power. 

“Tombstone Inscriptions and Notes of Ashley County, 
Arkansas.” Ashley County Genealogical Society. 

Wells, Helen L. & Shirley Wells Hall. Rileys in Arkansas. 


Public Records 

Acts of the Arkansas General Assembly 
Arkansas Land Patents 

Ashley County Circuit Court records 
Bureau of Vital Statistics 

Drew County Circuit Court records 
Federal Census 
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Fountain Hill Bank Records 
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A MURDER AT MORO BAY - MARCH 1869 


The following account of a murder committed over 130 years ago 
provokes interest for several reasons: the killer's calm, delib- 
erate manner as he approached the victim: his disregard of 
bystanders who witnessed the crime: the motive for the murder: 
his 3-year disappearance in spite of statewide warrants and 

all point bulletins issued for his arrest, and the startling 
evidence presented at the trial. 


On March 27, 1869, James Davis shot and mortally wounded Gus 
Witherington in the village of Moro Landing, Bradley County, 
Arkansas. Following the shooting, Davis left the scene and 
was not heard from for three years. 


Folklore has added various and bizarre accounts of Davis' 
movements at the scene of the shooting. One version states 
Davis was ‘laying for Gus in a row boat,'and as Gus was getting 
out of his boat at the landing, Davis raised up and shot him 

in the back three times. Another account says Davis was across 
the river hidden in bushes and fired at Gus three times with 

a shotgun. An article published in the Arkansas Gazette stated 
Gus was in conversation with a gentleman from Little Rock when 
Davis walked up behind Gus and shot him three times. Barely 
alive, Gus was transported across the river to the Joseph Finch 


home, Gus'father-in-law, where he died two days later in Union 
County. 


The following notice from the Camden Journal was published in 
the Arkansas Gazette on April 3, 1869. 


"KILLED. - We are informed that Mr. Gus Witherington, 
late of Champagnolle, was, on Friday 26th ult., at 
Moro Bay killed by a Mr. James Davis. He was shot 
three times. We have not heard the particulars of 
the difficulty. [Camden Journal]." 


On April 6, 1869, the Arkansas Gazette reported a more de- 
tailed account of the murder. 


"A. L. Witherington, formerly of Champagnolle, but 

more lately of Mt. Vernon, Bradley county, was brut- 
ally murdered on the 27th of March, at Moro, Calhoun 
county, by a man named James A. Davis. He was in con- 
versation at the store door of Bratton & Co., with Mr. 
Schaer of Little Rock, when Davis approaching from be- 
hind him without a word of warning. The first shot 
passed through his head, the second through his body, 
when falling upon the floor he was shot a third time 
in the left shoulder. Mr. W. was conveyed to Pigeon 
Hill, where he died on the night of the 29th. Pigeon 
Hill Masonic Lodge No. 98, buried Mr. Witherton [sic] 
with the usual ceremonies. We will publish their re- 
solutions next week. Mr. W. was an old and respected 
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citizen of Union county." 


Since the identity of the murderer was never in doubt, the 
question of motive was yet to be resolved. Davis was reported 
to have had a bitter confrontation earlier with Witherington 
and that bad blood existed between the two men. After long 

and careful research, Bill Finch of Crossett, AR., surmises 
the difficulties began when Gus‘ plantation overseer, his son 
by a black woman, wanted to marry a girl on Davis‘ nearby farm. 
When the young overseer approached Davis for permission to marry 
her, Davis savagely beat him. On behalf of the young man, Gus 
went to Davis and offered to buy the girl. Davis refused. 
Enraged over Davis' treatment of the young man and refusal to 
let him buy the girl, Gus ‘beat the man half to death.' A 
newspaper report would later state Davis told Gus he had better 
kill him "while you have a chance, for if I ever recover, I 
will kill you:" 


Following the shooting, Davis fled the scene. The October 26th 
issue of the Arkansas Gazette published this notice: 


“.-The governor has offered a reward of $200 for 
the arrest and conviction of James Davis, charged 
with the murder of A. L. Witherington, at Moro 
Landing, Calhoun county." 


A Grand Jury indictment was issued against Davis at the September 
1869 Bradley County Circuit Court, charging him with the “crime 
of murder in the first degree." Court records state "James 

Davis on or about the 28th day of March 1869 did feloniously 

and with malice aforethought with premeditation kill & murder 

one Augustus Worthington by shooting him with a certain pistol 
then and there being in the hands of said James Davis which 

was then and there loaded with Gun Powder and leaden bullets 
against the Peace and dignity of the State of Arkansas." The 
Grand Jury recommended no bail be granted. 


Sheriff John Havis issued a warrant for Davis'-arrest on Sep- 
tember 21 and certified "James Davis is not to be found in the 
County of Bradley." The indictment was signed by James C. Brat- 
ton and James L. Richardson who had been summoned to testify 

and speak in behalf of the State of Arkansas. The Grand Jury 
rendered a True Bill with no bail granted. Sheriff Havis again 
reported Davis was not to be found in the County of Bradley. 


In 1870 and 1871, warrants continued to be issued to every law 
enforcement agency in the state with notations by Havis that 
Davis was not to be found in Bradley County. By January of 
1872, Davis' trail was getting cold. 


After eluding law officials for three years, a break in the 
case came from Calhoun County. On the 22nd of January 1872, 
the sheriff of Calhoun County issued a statement declaring he 
had arrested James Davis "& turned him over to the custody of 
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John Havis Sheriff of Bradley." The warrant was signed by John 
Gardner and Roy R. Bradford. Sheriff Havis officially certified 
the arrest and wrote, “I have this day [January 24] recd. pri- 
soner James Davis within named party from the hands of John 
Gardner Sheriff of Calhoun County which I now have committed 

to the Jail of Bradley County...There is no bail to be taken." 


On Saturday, January 27, 1872, the Bradley County Eagle head- 
lined: 
"THE WORTHERINGTON MURDER 
A Three Year Old Crime Revived! 
The Murderer Now in Jail in This City 


Last Tuesday night our town was thrown into a 
fever of excitement by the arrest at the Warren 
House of [unreadable] Mr. Jas. A. Davis. He is 
Charged with assault and murder an escort [unread- 
able] unarmed man. Our reporter [------ ] and 
witnesses reporting the following----, 


It appears that about four years ago a difficulty 
occurred in the village of Mt. Vernon, in the 
county between two residents, A. L. Wortherington, 
and James A. Davis; the former being the aggressor. 
Davis was beaten in a most shocking manner - his 
face being battered in a terrible way; his eyes 
nearly put out; his jaw broken, and his spine 
injured beyond recovery. 


While being thus outraged, and unable to defend 
himself, he said: 
"Wortherington, you had better kill me now, 
while you have a chance, for if I ever re- 
cover, I will kill you!" 


At last the difficulty ceased and the parties 
separated. 


Time rolled on, and about a year elapsed, when 
they met again in the village of Moro Bay, on 
the Ouchita river about the 28th of March, 1869, 
when Davis saw Wortherington, he said to a by- 
stander: "Is that Worthington?" and upon receiv- 
ing an affirmative reply, walked off, got a shot 
gun and deliberately shot his victim dead. 


Fearing mob law, Davis fled and remained in seclu- 
sion for some time, until [next two lines unread- 
able] where he remained ------ and took up his 
abode in Calhoun County, where he remained until the 
time of his arrest. 


In the meantime, it appears the Grand Jury of this 


county found a true bill against him for murder in 
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the first degree upon which he was arrested. 


When the officers presented the warrant, he surren- 

dered cheerfully and is now closely confined in the county 
jail. He seems quite indifferent to his situation and 
believes the law will justify his deed; and from what 

we learn, public sympathy is with him for Worthering- 

ton is represented as being of a very turbulent and 
quarelsome disposition ever ready to maltreat any 

person for the least imaginary cause; and threatened 

the life of Davis several times, carrying arms to 

execute his threats. 


These are representing the facts in the case, and we 
give them to the public without comment." 


A notice written in the Arkansas Gazette dated February 2, 1872 
stated: 


"The Warren Eagle says Jas. A. Davis, who shot and 

killed A. L. Worthington, a highly respected citi- 

zen of Bradley county, about three years ago, and 

made his escape, created quite a sensation the other 

day by reappearing and surrendering himself to the 
officers of the law, with a view of standing his trial." 


Much time and expense had been spent during the three years 
Since Davis' escape, and the county was in no mood to delay 

the trial. The judicial process must, however, move orderly, 
correctly and within the established legal system. Two days 
after Sheriff Havis delivered the prisoner to the Bradley County 
jail, Davis, in a compelling statement of defense, petitioned 
the 9th Judicial District of the State of Arkansas for a right 
to bail. His statement would influence the outcome of the trial. 


Davis protested denial of bail, stating he "is illegally re- 
strained of his Liberty and his imprisonment is unjust." 

His statement of facts were "on the {blank] day of [month 
omitted] A. D. 186[--], A. L. Witherington went to the residence 
of petitioner, under the false pretense of friendship, and under 
such circumstances, he did not mean petitioner to believe he 
would be attacked or harmed by Witherington, that Withering- 

ton immediately attacked in the most foul and desperate manner 
and beat, and bruised and maltreated [Davis] in the most inhuman 
and cruel manner, that he stomped and beat [Davis], injuring 

his spine, crushing his jaw bone and when he supposed he had 
accomplished his [malicious?] and devilish purpose, ...left 
Petitioner, as he supposed to die...that from the maltreatment, 
he was confined to his house for months, and has been seriously 
and permanently injuried, so much so, that at times, he suffers 
much with his spine and dimness of sight, is doubtless cripple 
for life...at time of difficulty, was advanced in years, feeble 
in body and Witherington was comparatively a young man, one 

of the stoutest men, Physically, perhaps in the State. He 
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further represented he is now, and was then a law abiding man, 
and although his personal rights were most wickedly and wantonly 
outraged by Witherington, was caused great suffering in body, 
and in mind determined never to attack or infirm Witherington, 
but after difficulty, Witherington left the county, went to 
Texas and remained a year or two, and while W. was there, he 
[Davis] was afterwards advised W. was seen hunting [Davis] 
with a double barrel shot gun and was in the act, at one time, 
of shooting another man, thinking he was your Petitioner, that 
he [W.] had his gun in position to shoot, and discovered his 
mistake, he responded, 'I am not after you sir, but I thought 
you were that dammed old scoundrel Davis.‘ " 


Davis further stated he felt his "life was in emminent peril 

and continued jeopardy...and in consideration of all these facts 
felt fully warranted in attacking Witherington, believing in 

so doing, he was acting in self defense, not in violation of 

the Laws of God and the State, [that] under these circumstances, 
fears, and apprehensions, and not under the spirit of retalia- 
tion, or revenge, did attack, and kill Witherington. Petitioner 
respectfully petitions, your Honor, to grant the State writ 

of Habeas Corpus." Sworn on January 26, 1872 and signed 

by W. W. Hughey, Clerk, and James A. Davis. 


Reinforcing Davis' petition, seven men declared themselves "as 
his securities," for amount to money to be levied for bail, 

if granted. The document was Signed by James A. Davis, princi- 
pal, B. F. Tatum, W. J. Ederington, Augustus Madera, T. J. Tatum, 
W. J. Burn and James S. Dunn. Each attested Davis would "not 


depart from Court without leave first had and obtained from 
Cent:,” 


At the spring term of Circuit Court in May of 1872, the Grand 
Jury outlined the charge of murder in the first degree. John 
M. Bradley, attorney for defense, gave notice of depositions 
of witnesses W. A. Coyate and William Browne both of Union 
County. Summons were issued to the following men to appear at 
the Bradley County Courthouse on a specified date as witnesses 
for the defense: 


Union County - Preston Smalley Benjamin F. Tatum 


Nelson Tatum Haywood Davis 
Thomas J. Smith 
Calhoun " ~ F. F. Medari Samuel Herring 
Bradley " - Isham Cone John Cc. Bratton 
J. W. Martin James L. Buchanan 


Evidently the matter of Davis' right to bail had not been fully 
settled. On June 12, 1872, another 'cause for petition for 
bail' was presented to the Hon. John McClure, Chief Justice 

of the Supreme Court of the State of Arkansas. Judge McClure 
made an opinion in chamber at Little Rock on June 20th that 

“he [Davis] is entitled to be admitted to bail" and ordered 
bond set at $5000. Together with his attorney, Davis appeared 
before Judge McCowan who granted a writ of Habeas Corpus and 


ordered Sheriff Havis to admit bail. 


Case No. 110 was scheduled for the May term of the Circuit Court 
with H. King White prosecutor for the State. The following 

day, Davis' attorney, John Bradley, made motion for and receiv- 
ed continuance to the next term. The case was continued at 

the November 1872 and May 1873 terms. Four and a half years 
after Gus Witherington was murdered, the accused was brought 

to trial September 26, 1873. J. R. S. Burbridge was Prosecut— 
ing Attorney; the ‘Jury of twelve good and lawful men of Brad- 
ley County' were: 


N. B. Etheridge Daniel Spragins Bryant Johnson 
J. A. ONeal M. B. Garrison M. E. Turner 
John Colvin F. S. Rowell H. C. Hale 

W. T. Barry J. W. Ivey T, B. Bailey 


When evidence and testimony was presented, a deposition by 
William Brown of Union County stated: 


"Tl was present at Mr. Davis' house a few years ago when 

A. L. Witherington, the deceased, and Mr. Davis the deft. 
had a difficulty, and the deceased A. L. Witherington 
knocked Davis down and stomped him about the face with 

his heavy boot heel and knocked the deft.'s teeth out 

and I pulled A. L. Witherington away from Davis and begged 
him to let him alone and not to kill the man and I thought 
Davis could not recover from the injuries he had then recd. 
On our way home Witherington said he wished he had killed 
Davis and he would have done so but for me. Several times 
since then when at my house he the decd. has said he would 
kill the defendant at sight. The general character of A. 
L. Witherington was that of a desperado and was a terrer 
to any and all that he quarrelled with. s/ William Brown. 


Davis himself had previously testified in his petition for bail 
that as far back as June A.D. 1863, the deceased came to his 
residence in the county of Calhoun and that he [Davis] invited 
"deceased into his house when deceased who was a very large 

and powerful man pashionate and overbearing from a most frivulous 
pretext growing out of a mere misunderstanding, sprang upon 
[Davis] who is a small man as well as old and feeble in boddy 
and beat stomped and abused [him] crushing in and breaking his 
jaw bone and stomping out his teeth with his boot heel and 
destroying his eyesight almost intirly for eighteen months or 
two years. And otherwise siriously injuring the spine and other 
parts of boddy and then left the place boasting of what he had 
done. Said to Wm. Brown he wished he had killed Davis...in 

the year 1864, deceased removed with his family to the State 

of Texas and in...1865 deceased removed from Texas to Union 
County, Ark. and in the year A.D. 1867, at Hilis bero[?] in 

the store{?] house of Wm. A. Coyat...in presance of Coyat said 
he aught to have killed Davis, and added, "I intend to do it 
yet." [Later] Coyat communicated same to Davis and Davis and 
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decd. never met...after the difficulty in June 1863 until they 
unisppctedly met at Moro bay in Bradley. County 27th day of March, 
1869. Moro bay is and was for years the trading point of peti- 
tioner and deceased had but a few months before this time re- 
moved to the county of Bradley and Moro bay had become his ship- 
ing point where on the 27th day of March 1869 deceased went 
armed arrived with a large Six shooting pistol and petitioner 
met deceased in a public place and shot and killed him." 


Davis admitted he killed Witherington but denied he was guilty 
of murder or manslaughter; that the killing was justifiable 
homicide; he felt he was in eminent danger at the hands of 
Witherington, and the facts could be proven by Wm. A. Coyat 
and Wm. Brown of Union County. 


After all evidence, testimony and arguments were presented, 
court convened Monday morning September 29th. The jury was 
given instructions and retired to consider a verdict. 


Upon returning to the courtroom with a verdict, Daniel Sprag- 
gins, Jury Foreman, read - "in the following words, We the 
Jury find the defendant Jas. A. Davis not guilty." The court 
then ordered defendant Davis to “go hence without day, and the 
State of Arkansas shall pay all the costs in this behalf ex- 
pended." 


Just how long the jury deliberated is unknown, and there is 
no accurate means of establishing a time frame. The records 
show the only business prior to adjournment for the day was 

a short announcement that three new jurors had been appointed, 
replacing three excused from further service. Court then ad- 
journed until the following morning at 8 o'clock. 


The jury accepted accounts and testimony of Gus Withering- 

ton's dark and brutal nature. Yet he was called a "highly 
respected citizen," he had a wife and children, and he was in 
good standing with his Masonic brothers. He did not, however, 
hide his hatred for James Davis, but on more than one occasion, 
openly discussed his intention to kill him. Had Davis not killed 
Gus Witherington, we can only wonder if he would have met a 
violent death from someone else. 


Notes from a family researcher: “Gus Witherington was 6'43"tall, 
weighed about 250 lbs., had red hair and was two axe~handles 
wide at the shoulders. Refusing to accept his enlistment in 

the Confederate Army, Gen. Kirby Smith commented, "He would 

be the first man shot in a battle." 


After Davis' escape: 'I have been told Davis went to the In- 
dian Territory then returned to Calhoun County when sympathe- 


tic friends and relatives came into political power in Bradley 
County, and he could then receive a fair triai.™ 
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Sources: Circuit Court Record Book "Cc" - 1861-1881; 
, Box 2, Bundle 11 - State vs. James Davis Murder; 
Bradley County Courthouse Records. 
Arkansas History Commission; Newspaper Collection. 
Family research material from William Finch, Crossett 
Arkansas. 
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NOTES: 


JAMES DEAN STEPHENS After JDS killed Ed Files for stealing his hogs James Dean Stephens 
and two black men sawed out of jail with a spring out of a shoe. That night Ben Bell and 
others helped him to escape. Bell rode by Nannie's house and tapped on her shoulder through 
the open window to warn her. JDS then went to Red River Parish, LA, to work as a blacksmith 
or overseer on a plantation for a year, taking Nannie and Henry with him. A detective tricked 
Mrs. Agee (JDS's mother) into telling where he was. 

JDS was arrested in Red River Par. by the detective who had boarded at Mrs. Agee's. 
The sheriff was said to be a friend of JDS and, while JDS was under arrest, took him to a 
political rally-barbeque and they both removed their coats and guns. 

JDS wanted to stay in Red River Par., but Nannie wanted to return to Ashley County. 


WAS ACQUITTED. 
Friends - Ben Bell, Mr. Hooker, William M. Carter and Mr. Ramsaur. 


The "Stephens Place" was deeded to JDS and his wife, Nannie Ann Clark Stephens, by her 
father Isham David Clark who had homesteaded it. (1888) 


KEPLER Father of Susan Kepler Stephens Hooker Agee. He was born in Germany. Rumor that 
he would not sleep ina bed, only a pallet on the floor. Came into Arkansas by way of 
New Orleans. Wife (name not known) was born in Louisiana. 


JAMES STEPHENS AND SUSAN KEPLER lived at Sulphur Springs before coming to live at what 
is now called the "Agee Place" and she later said that those were the happiest years of 
her life. While living there she was sometimes left alone when he went to Hamburg for 
supplies, but was not afraid because he left his bear dogs to protect her. 


James Stephens died when they had been married six years. She later married Edward Hooker 
and David Agee. 


EDWARD DIXON COULTER served in the Confederate Army from Mississippi, was wounded, and 
was captured and held in the prison on Ship Island, MS. He talked of eating lizards and 
frogs to survive. When he returned home to Winston Co., MS, he was so weak that he had 
to crawl in the door. 


ASHLEY COUNTY MARRIAGE RECORDS: 


Agee, David Hooker , Susan Dec. 26, 1860 page 168 
Carter, W.M. Coulter, R.J. May 18, 1869 page 306 
Hooker, Edward D. Stevens, Susan Jan. 5, 1854 page 36 
Stevens, James Clark, N.A. Aug. 30, 1876 page B-120 


ISHAM DAVID CLARK is listed as a cobbler and as a mechanic. He and his family moved to 
Ashley County, AR from Germantown, TN about 1861 (they said to escape the war), then re~ 
turned to TN about 1865-66, then moved back to Ashley County. He homesteaded the place 

later known at the Stephens place. He was married three times. He is said to have died 
in Alabama where he moved after deeding his property to his daughter and son-in-law, but 
the date and place is not known. He also was said to have had additional children after 
leaving Arkansas, but nothing is known of them. 


JAMES STEPHENS 
Warrant #65195 for 160 acres of land was given for military service to John Gregory and 


was transferred to James Stephens then of central TN. Final proof of this patent was 
issued Sept. 1, 1865, but before he received it he died. 
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ASHLEY COUNTY EAGLE, Feb. 1904 (RE: Lynching of killer of James Dean Stephens.) 


We have just received a letter from Rev. A. M. Shaw, pastor of the Methodist 
Church of Crossett, in reference to the lynching of the negro murderer Glen Bays 
near that city last Thursday night, in which he says: 

"Tt was not a Crossett affair. The negro absolutely deserved speedy execution 
and all good citizens were interested in his apprehension, but the manner of his 
execution without legal process was deeply deplored, and I feel safe in saying 
that not a dozen men from Crossett were present at the lynching. The report has 
gone out that a thousand men participated in same, but this is absolutely false. 
All the good citizens were interested in the search, and everything possible was 
done by our citizens to see that the negro was captured, but his capture at the 
time was a surprise to most of us and the lynching was so speedy that no movement 
could have been organized nor measures taken to prevent it. 

The trail of the negro had been lost by the searching party and Sheriff Henry 
Stilwell had gone down the Ouachita River towards the Louisiana line to station 
guards along the river and at the approaches to the new railroad which crosses 
the southwestern corner of the county, and after he was gone the negro was found 
hiding in a well near the scene of his crime and put to death by his captors be- 
fore any cooler heads had time to interfere. 


DOSHA CATHERINE CARTER BYRD 
(1843-1916), sister to Wm. 
Marmeduke Cartex———————= 

, Mrs, Kate Byrd, one of the’ 

‘pioneer settlers of this County: 

| died at the home of her son, Mr} 

‘J. F. Byrd, about eight mile, 

‘southwest of Hamburg, at five; 

‘o’elock last’ Saturday morning i 

Her maiden name was Carter, | 

\decendant of the Carter family. 

‘for whom this township wis 
| named. She was between sev. 
ienty-live aud eighty years old: 
and her eutire life has been 
j spent in this County, She leave 
ia large circle of relatives ar 
ifriends to cherish the. memory 
‘lof her long and well spent lite 
‘Funeral services were heid a 
‘Prospect Cemetery on Sunday 
Hast. 


The CARTER - STEPHENS family information was contributed by Nancy STEPHENS TOON 


29 





























Queries 


lam doing research on the WATT line, which is my father’s side of the family. My 
gg-grandfather was David WATT, born 1828 in AL, who moved to Ashley County in the 1860’s. 
His son pinkney A. WATT, born 1849 in AL, was my great grandfather. And Pinkney’s son, 
Robert W. WATT, born 1875 in AR, was my grandfather. Robert’s son, Loyd L. WATT, born 
1914 in AR, was my father. I am particularly looking for information about David's father, John 
WATT Sr., born between 1770-1780 in SC. 

Mrs. Virginia Watt CRAIN 

2235 West Glenalden Dr. 

Germantown, TN 38139 


| am researching the names SHELTON and GILLIAM. We think my great-grandfather, John 
Thomas (Tom) SHELTON IIL, was born in Ashley County. His mother was Nancy Gilliam 
[Honeycutt?] SHELTON- it is not certain that she was married to a HONEYCUTT but family 
legend is that she was. 

Patricia L. DAKIN 

2011 North Hills Drive 

Opelika, AL 36801-2436 


I am researching the surnames: JOHNSON, PITCHFORD, CARPENTER, WATKINS, DEAL, 
SNEAD, and WRIGHT in Ashley County. 

Inez R. BREWER 

5102 Hialeah Drive 

Houston, TX 77092-5634 


Iam searching for WIMBERLY’s in Ashley County. My gg grandfather, Ritchard C. 
WIMBERLY, owned a Dry Goods Store and his son’s were farmers and blacksmiths. Ritchard’s 
brothers were farmers and physicians. Can any one help me. 

Linda ERWIN 

14651 Hwy 219 

Ozark, AR 72949 


Iam researching GRANT’s and FIELDER’s in Drew and Ashley County, AR. 
Ann DAVENPORT 


408 Bluebonnet Dr: 
Kerrville, TX 78020 
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Genealogical Insurance — Are you ready for disaster? 
By Betty Jo Stockton 


Florida has recently had hurricanes, tornadoes, & wildfires; the Midwest had floods; the 
West coast is always expecting earthquakes — the potential for disaster is there no matter 
where you live. Think — just how safe are your genealogical and family records? 
Listening to the news reports of evacuation with little notice made me think “What would 
I take?” if I had to leave with only what I would fit in the car and with little advance 
notice. After grabbing’ the insurance and other important papers, the laptop computer 
with my genealogy files, financial records and home inventory — what else would I take? 
And before anything does happen — what can I do to safeguard my genealogical records? 


*Make backups and store them safely. 


Photocopy, scan, or photograph all your “one of a kind” records and store the copies in 
your safety deposit box, a relative’s home, with a genealogical friend, or in a 
water/fireproof box on a high shelf in your home. These include family Bibles, priceless 
photographs, birth, death, and marriage certificates, family letters, diaries, and 
scrapbooks. A copy is never as good as the original but it certainly beats nothing. A 
color photocopy of old photographs turns out well; the Kodak © PictureMaker found in 
many discount, drug, and office supply stores gives a near-perfect copy (but both may 
shorten the life of your original). A digital camera will make a good copy, too. Save the 
digital files to a floppy or Zip disk or recordable CD and store it away from your 
computer. Make extras of the paper copies to share. Consider submitting your Bible 
records, diaries, and scrapbooks to the DAR for their collection. 


Make more than one backup copy of your genealogical computer files — and store at least 
one far from your computer. 


Be sure that someone else (preferably in a different location) has copies of your Family 
Group Sheets and supporting documents. 


Share your research — write letters to friends and relatives about what you’ve found, 
send copies of your research to interested family and researchers, submit your data to the 
Ancestral File, World Family Tree, Ancestry’s World Tree, RootsWeb World Connect 
project, Family Search, or other databases. 


*Publish your research. 

If you’re ready (or even close), write that book on your family and get it published. 
Several of our members have done this with beautiful results. Send a copy to the Family 
History Library, our library, and the local library where your ancestors lived. 


Compile your information and publish it yourself. Many of the genealogy programs will 
produce a “book” from your data. Make a few copies of this to have printed and bound 
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to give to interested folks and the local library. Local print shops will print it fairly 
cheaply; Kinkos can add a Velobinding for $2.95, which gives a nice finish. My latest 
project (since I still have large “holes” in each of my family lines) is self-publishing a 12 
to 30 page booklet on each of my family lines. These contain the family history and 
genealogy, sources, and scanned photos; they are distributed throughout the family. 
While far from professional, the insure that the information won’t be lost. 


Organize your Family Group Sheets and supporting documentation and bind them in a 
folder or looseleaf notebook. Give a copy to the Family History Library and to the local 
library. 


*Plan ahead as to what you would protect first in your home or take if evacuated. If 
you’ve planned, you’1l know which notebooks, files, etc. to grab. 


*Decide what will happen to your materials when you no longer need them — too many 
records are lost when family members do not know what to do with papers after a death 
and simply throw them out. Arrange with a genealogical friend or instruct your family as 
to who is to get your work. If you do not have a specific person in mind, check with the 


local library, the Family History Library, or local history/genealogy society as to what 
they would like, and in what form. 


*Whatever you do — insure that your family records and hard work are not lost forever 
when disaster strikes. 


[Written by Betty Jo Stockton for Treasure Chest News, the newsletter of the Central 
Florida Genealogical Society, August, 1998. Permission is granted for use in any 
genealogical or family history newsletter, provided this credit is attached.] 
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